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Problematizing Freedoms of Expression 
“​Dear Class of 2020 Student,” ​the beginning of the letter  seems innocuous enough, and 1
yet the message penned by University of Chicago Dean of Students John (Jay) Ellison brought 
national news coverage and discussion about the University which extends beyond the confines 
of Woodlawn Avenue and Midway Plaisance. Dean Ellison’s message directly addresses several 
topics that have become part and parcel to the student experience at universities in the United 
States. On the one hand, Ellison reaffirms the University’s commitment to free speech and the 
free exchange of ideas on campus. Citing the values of civility and mutual respect, Ellison 
advises newly-minted Maroons that they are encouraged to speak their minds without fear of 
censorship, all in the name of fostering the free exchange of ideas on a campus, “​that welcomes 
people of all backgrounds.​” Ellison’s letter makes it clear to his readers in no uncertain terms 
that while the ideas students encounter during their experience at the University of Chicago may 
challenge their existing thinking, the university is committed not to tolerate the harassment or 
threat of others, and even goes so far to point the students towards a range of published resources 
—monographs, reports and other information hosted online by the University of Chicago —for 
incoming students to peruse at their leisure.  
On the other hand, what makes Dean Ellison’s message so controversial, or at the very 
least ripe for public discussion and media attention, are his sentiments about what the University 
of Chicago is not going to do for students in the class of 2020. “​Our commitment to academic 
freedom means that we do not support so-called ‘trigger warnings,’ we do not cancel invited 
speakers because their topics might prove controversial, and we do not condone the creation of 
1 ​Copies of this letter is widely available from a variety of sources, including those that I reference here in this essay, 
see: Friedersdorf; Grieve; Jashik; Lam; Letters to the Editor; Pérez-peña; Shaper; Vivanco and Rhodes. A copy of 
the letter is also included in the Appendix.  
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intellectual ‘safe spaces’ where individuals can retreat from ideas and perspectives at odds with 
their own​.” Ellison’s efforts to articulate the value of intellectual discourse at the University of 
Chicago —which perhaps, as Friedersdorf suggests, was the point all along —serve to open up a 
national discussion and dialogue around the nature of trigger warnings and safe spaces on 
university campuses. As Grieve points out, the University itself is no stranger to recent 
controversies related to campus speech and highlights the ways that the University of Chicago 
has worked in recent years to improve the core liberal practice of open and free speech 
—regardless of standpoint —on their campus. Lam’s reading of Ellison’s letter was equally 
nuanced, referencing the mixed perspectives University of Chicago alumni had towards Ellison’s 
statements. Those individuals interviewed for Lam’s piece reflected some sort of mixed 
satisfaction with Ellison’s sentiments; applauding the University’s commitment to intellectual 
rigor and debate but lamenting the tone and broad strokes taken by Ellison which could be read 
as dismissive of genuine student concerns. Contrasting Ellison’s far-eyed perspective, one 
hundred fifty faculty from the University published their own letter on the topic to students; 
again, balancing their support of the school’s commitment to the free exchange of ideas while 
simultaneously acknowledging the history and practice of trigger warnings and safe spaces as a 
necessary element of securing individuals from real persecution because of their racial, sexual, or 
gender identities. While the story of Ellison’s letter conversely framed as the University pushing 
back against political correctness (Pérez-peña ​et. al.​) or in support of academic freedom and 
professorial discretion to establish safe spaces and to sustain trigger warnings in their classes 
(Jaschik; Shaper) what has been absent from much of the conversation about the University of 
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Chicago’s message to their incoming freshman class is the color blind treatment of expression 
and participation in the University community itself.  
What makes Ellison’s letter so interesting is that it offers the reader an entree into the 
realm of university policy, teaching practice, and student experiences; all of which can be 
examined through the lens of Critical Race Theory (CRT). It is not simply that Ellison confronts 
topics that are part and parcel of Critical Race Theory; where racism is ordinary, decisions to 
address race in public spaces or in policy simply promotes the status quo, and where white 
privilege in social spaces is reinforced across class lines (Delgado and Stefancic​, ​7-9). It is clear 
from reading Ellison’s letter as well as through studying the documents published by the 
University of Chicago’s ​Free Expression​ website, including Stone ​et. al.​, that the University is 
genuinely interested in serving as a site for intellectual discourse without restraint. Ellison’s 
letter alludes to the wider University philosophy of encouraging a person’s right to free speech 
and debate to confront ideas —even those deemed “​unwelcome, disagreeable, or even deeply 
offensive,​” (Stone ​et. al., 2​) —leaving it up to, “​individual members of the University community, 
not for the University as an institution, to make those judgments for themselves, and to act on 
those judgments not by seeking to suppress speech, but by openly and vigorously contesting the 
ideas that they oppose.​” (​ibid​). Indeed it could be hard to see the harm or malice in the 
University’s intent or practice, and yet Critical Race Theorists have maintained a long and 
substantial criticism of this rote form of liberalism which reifies material and ideological racism 
in the coded ‘marketplace of ideas’ (Delgado and Stefancic​, ​26-30). All of this is to say that 
Ellison’s letter to the University of Chicago’s incoming Freshman class is ripe for analysis 
through a CRT lens because of the problematic way Dean’s message employs the trope of free 
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expression and inquiry, masking the seen and secluded racism which can be found at the 
University of Chicago.  
My argument proceeds along the following lines. After explicating several hallmark 
concepts within Critical Race Theory, I will then demonstrate how various CRT theorists have 
applied this approach to the study of higher education. I will then deploy Ledesma and 
Calderon’s banners of ​colorblindness​, ​selective admissions policies​, and c​ampus racial climate 
as a framework for analyzing Ellison’s ​trigger warnings​ letter in order to expose the overt and 
covert themes of race embedded within the Dean’s argument. Through textual analysis and 
supported by data —including from the University of Chicago itself —I aim to support the claim 
that the internal colorblindness of Dean Ellison's letter makes invisible the external racial 
inequalities of admission and participation at the University of Chicago. For those non white 
students who happen to fit the university’s profile for admission, they may find a discursive and 
academic environment that at the one hand embraces a diversity of thought and yet adopts a 
market-oriented approach discourse which invariably positions them in unequal positions of 
power to pursue the freedom of inquiry and expression. I conclude my analysis with a discussion 
of an interview I conducted with a freshman student at the University of Chicago as a way of 
considering complementary and competing perspectives on the ideas proffered in Dean Ellison’s 
letter. This student’s subjective experience during her first semester at the University of Chicago 
offers another layer in which to consider the nature of the freedom of inquiry and expression at 
the University of Chicago, and thus should highlight both the strengths and expose the 
limitations of reading any single source in order to draw conclusions about racism at an 
academic institution.  
 
6 
Critical Race Theory 
A textual analysis of Ellison’s letter can begin by framing the discussion in light of 
several key concepts that are at the core of Critical Race Studies. White privilege is best 
understood as the variety of social advantages, benefits, and respect that are afforded white 
individuals and groups; those who hold dominant positions in a racialized society (Delgado and 
Stefancic, 78). In aspects of American society as diverse as housing, employment, education, and 
most social settings, white privilege favors both the innocent and guilty, the wealthy and the 
impoverished, just so long as an individual is white and thus a worthy inheritor of the 
entitlements and liberties endowed to Americans. Indeed, Harris’ conception of “whiteness as 
property,” is the embodiment of white privilege, where a person’s rights, obligations, and 
privileges extended, granted, or conferred upon them simply because of their 
constructively-defined default position of white. As I will argue more fully later on, Ellison’s 
letter is not only written from his white privileged position, but Ellison’s own rhetoric ignores 
the positionally of students entering the University of Chicago community, one that is inherently 
unequal because of the structural advantages some students have over others simply because of 
their race.  
 
It is from this binary position of advantage, white and nonwhite, where we can next 
appreciate the concept of microaggression. Whereas grand, publicly visible racist gestures or 
policies still exist in the United States, it is these small encounters with racism 
—microaggressions —that are both felt by non-white populations while simultaneously ignored 
or unnoticed by those who possess the property of whiteness (Delgado and Stefancic, 167). Here, 
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Ellison’s expression of the university’s intent not to support trigger warnings is at once overtly a 
repudiation of the existence of the microaggressions that non-white students experience and 
covertly a form of microaggression in that it marginalizes or dismisses the concerns of non-white 
students, contributing to the marginalization and suppression of their voices, rhetoric, and 
actions.  
It follows then that the propertied, privileged position of whites and their unfamiliarity of 
microaggressions, either as lived experience or as perpetrators of these forms of racism, leads 
them to see that a conscious elimination of race as a solution to their perceived problems with 
racism. Colorblindness, the belief that one should treat all persons equally, without regard to 
their race, (Delgado and Stefancic, 158) lies at the core of this racial project. In this interpretation 
of Omi and Winant’s scheme of racial formation, colorblindness is a perspective adopted by 
whites which seeks to see no race at all, thus reinforcing the status quo distribution of social, 
economic, and political power which privileges whites over nonwhites because of the property of 
their race. The advocacy and development of colorblind perspective, from personal relationships 
to policy development, can be linked to Alcoff’s idea of eliminativism. Here, the conscious effort 
of whites, particularly those on the center-left, which seeks to convince white people to stop 
thinking of themselves as white as a way to avoid discussions of or addressing inequalities, 
privileges, or other forms of power they hold by virtue of being white (Alcoff, 143-143). 
Colorblind rhetoric and action evoke the fiction of a post-racial society, one which keeps existing 
structural privilege and power in place while completely avoiding the existing racial privileges 
(Goldberg, 34). Ellison’s message to students serves as a color blind, post-racial expression of 
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policy, one which is, “committed to erasing any racial categorization or naming by ​public 
institutions while protecting ​private ​racial arrangements and expression” (Goldberg, 69). 
Critical Race Theory of Education 
As with much of social and political policy arenas in the United States, Critical Race 
Theory views educational practices and conduct as illustrative of the existing system of racism 
and white privilege, elucidating the, “in depth the complex power differentials that exist within 
higher education institutions and critiques notions of colorblindness, meritocracy, and neutrality” 
(McCoy and Rodricks, 33). Educational systems are those where, “race continues to be 
significant in the United States, as U.S. society is based on property rights, rather than human 
rights, and the intersection of race and property creates an analytical tool for understanding 
inequity” (Ladson-Billings and Tate, 47). Schools such as the University of Chicago and the 
policies they implement are therefore not neutral or objective when it comes to issues of racial 
inequality, as clearly epitomized by Ellison’s rhetoric of the value of colorblindness as well as 
the meritocratic nature of the university’s admissions policy. Indeed, Critical Race Theory 
problematizes the presumed equity of any university's admissions policy because students’ 
primary and secondary educational experiences are framed by curriculum rooted in a White 
supremacist script, taught by faculty who seek to control non-white students through cycles of 
‘failure’ through pedagogy and remediation, and where black students’ so-called deficiencies are 
sanctioned through culturally-biased testing regimes (Ladson-Billings, 21-24). Therefore, when 
Ellison speaks of a university community that “​welcomes all backgrounds​,” he is ignoring the 
fact that not every student from any background has the chance to join the university in the first 
place.  
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The same racialized inequality which students experience prior to entering their tertiary 
educational experience continues once they arrive on campus. A university may intend or design 
their campus climate to be free of racialized occurrences, yet the integration of newly-minted 
adults from a variety of backgrounds, those which may have tolerated or even incentivized 
racialized speech and action, often leads to the continuation of discriminatory rhetoric and 
practices in and outside of the classroom. Indeed, the racialized campus climate or institutional 
structure are under-examined sites of investigation, quite possibly because researchers find it 
easier to focus on explaining racism by connecting demographics and outcomes and ignoring 
more wicked problems of social and structural forces which produce and perpetuate racial 
inequalities.  As Harper suggests, “most higher education researchers have attempted to take 2
account of racial differences in college access and student outcomes, as well as in the racially 
dissimilar experiences of Whites and minoritized persons, without considering how racist 
institutional practices undermine equity and diversity” (22). This failure to adopt a critical 
structuralist approach to racism is not simply reflective in Ellison’s colorblind, meritocratic 
rhetoric, but also in the policy statements and reports hosted on The University of Chicago's Free 
Expression​ ​website​. ​Microaggressions in the form of interpersonal comments from roommates or 
classroom colleagues, racial jokes spread on social media or on campus, as well as those unseen 
and unintended which are propagated from the university’s institutional structures have real and 
lasting effects on students of color (Yosso, ​et. al.​). Moreover, non-white university students 
2 So-called wicked problems are those which are, in part, unique, have no immediate solution, and often reflective of 
underlying symptoms or other causes, and thus are in need of perpetual attention and problem solving by policy 
makers (Rittel and Weber). For example, microaggressions experienced by students on campus will vary by each 
university and a particular group of students, are not solved through simply policy statements or prohibitions, and 
are reflective of the ordinary racism and white privilege which structures social, economic, and political life in the 
United States.  
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experience a variety of structural obstacles before entering as well as once inside their university 
experience. People of color are often characterized by the university system as outsiders, victims, 
commodities, and change agents, producing “realities that situate people of color as outsiders to 
the institution, at risk before and during participation in education, and dependent on the 
university for success in higher education,” a racism that is reproduced through the university’s 
very own educational policies (Iverson 586). Consequently, Critical Race Theory offers a frame 
through which the structures of racialized power and privilege can be explored within the setting 
of university life.  
Colorblindness 
The internal colorblindness of Dean Ellison's letter makes invisible the external racial 
inequalities of admission and participation at the University of Chicago. This claim can be 
supported by employing three categories of Critical Race Theory research specific to higher 
education: colorblindness, selective admissions policies, and campus racial climate (Ledesma 
and Calderon, 214-218). These banners serve not only to group concerns and research which are 
core to studies of Critical Race Theory but also as a frame through which Ellison’s t​rigger 
warning​ letter can be analyzed. It is only through “an engagement and articulation with the 
material, structural, and ideological mechanisms of White supremacy,” (Ledesma and Calderon, 
206) represented clearly in Dean Jay Ellison’s message to the incoming freshman class to The 
University of Chicago, that racism can be confronted and replaced in university settings.  
Ellison’s advice to incoming University of Chicago students is a form of spectacle, 
inviting students into the fold of the university community, “​Welcome and congratulations on 
your acceptance to the College at the University of Chicago.” ​Here, the color line is subsumed 
 
11 
under the celebratory rhetoric of the student “​earning a place in our community of scholars 
(which) ​is no small achievement,” ​one that praises the student’s subjective efforts at securing a 
spot while ignoring the varieties of racialized structural privileges and barriers each individual 
student may have dealt with prior to their admission. Rather than speaking to , Ellison’s message 
reinforces the meritocratic values of the university, as if all students have entered their fall term 
from some sort of equal socioeconomic standing. While Ellison speaks to, “​a related University 
priority-building a campus that welcomes people of all backgrounds,​” he frames this diversity in 
terms of opinions and arguments in which individuals compete in marketplaces of ideas, again 
presuming a fictional equity amongst individuals and ignoring the privileged reality of prior 
educational experiences which favors whites over nonwhites. Thus, the colorblind rhetoric of 
Ellison’s letter leads the reader to see the deficiencies in higher education which are highlighted 
respectively by Harper (2012), where universities fail to consider how their practices undermine 
equity and diversity on their campuses, and Iverson (2007), where university discourses shape 
the identity of people of color towards commodification and sameness within larger social 
structures.  
Selective Admissions Policies 
“​Earning a place in our community of scholars is no small achievement;​” Ellison’s words could 
not ring truer for students without white privilege, and perhaps downplay the degree to which 
white, propertied students who apply to The University of Chicago do so from a privileged 
position. Roughly eight per cent of students who apply to The University of Chicago were 
accepted for the 2016 academic year, 2,498 young men and women out of 31, 411 people in 
total. While the school’s admission and enrollment rate —even lower, as only 1591 (5%) of 
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those individuals who apply actually attend The University of Chicago —are in line with elite 
competitive schools in the United States, test scores are one of several unexplored racialized 
structural factors which Ellison fails to address in his letter. The critical analysis of standardized 
test scores, specifically the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), is nothing new to studies in Critical 
Race Theory (Delgado and Stefancic, 116-120), ranging from discussions of Affirmative Action, 
critiques of culturally-biased test construction, to arguments that the SAT simply serves as a 
proxy measurement for social variables which are exogenous to individual students.  
 For example, students who come from wealthy, better-educated families tend to score higher on 
all three SAT subtests —critical reading, mathematics, and writing —while Asian and White 
students as well as students who take SAT-type tests more frequently tend to score higher on this 
key metric for university admissions (Goldfarb). In 2014, the median family income in the 
United States was $53, 657 while the middle 50% SAT scores for the incoming class of students 
at The University of Chicago ranged from 1460 to 1550 (​Profile for the Class of 2020​). While 
the University of Chicago publicly states that there are no minimum grade point or test score 
requirements for admissions (“Holistic Review Process”), a simple comparison of these 
descriptive statistics along with recent SAT scores, median family income information, and data 
on levels of educational attainment broken out by racial category in the table below reveals the 
racialized differences amongst those students accepted for the fall of 2016.  
Table 1  3
 University of 
Chicago Class of 
2020 Demographics 
SAT Average 
Score (2016) 
Median Family 
Income (2014) 
Bachelor’s degree 
or higher (2015) 
White 36.96% 1572 $60,256 32% 
3 ​Data derived from The University of Chicago.​ Profile for the Class of 2020​; The College Board. ​Total Group 
Profile Report, 2016​; DeNavas-Walt and Proctor; Ryan and Bauman.  
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Asian or Asian American 19.04% 1665 $74,297 51% 
Median n/a 1460-1550 $53, 657 n/a 
Hispanic, Latino/a 12.95% 1337 $42,491 15% 
Black or African American 8.61% 1270 $35,398 22% 
Other, International 22.44% n/a n/a n/a 
 
 
While no racial group represents a majority of those admitted as a part of The University 
of Chicago’s class of 2020, clear disparities are still evident amongst these groups. More than 
four White students make up the freshman class for every Black student; in reality, this is 
unsurprising. White and Asian students’ median SAT scores trend above the middle range scores 
of the entire class profile, whereas Hispanic (-123 points) and Black (-190 points) average score 
is significantly below the class’ profile. Both Black and Hispanic family income and level of 
education, as assessed by virtue of completion of a bachelor degree, also fall well below the 
average incomes and educational attainment of their Asian and White counterparts. While this 
analysis does do not delve into a thorough statistical assessment of the relationship of these or 
other pertinent social variables, the marked differences presented here begs questions about the 
claims that Dean Ellison makes in his letter. To what extent can a university community maintain 
a “​commitment to freedom of inquiry and expression​” when the voices in your student body only 
represent an economically and racially select group of individuals? In what ways can you 
reconcile the notion that, “​diversity of opinion and background is a fundamental strength of our 
community​” with the reality that the community in question is anything but an equitably diverse 
one? The university creates genre parity in the class’ admissions each year, so why does the 
school not do the same for racial groups? 
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Campus Racial Climate 
Ellison writes that, “​Our commitment to academic freedom means that we do not support 
so-called ‘trigger warnings,’ we do not cancel invited speakers because their topics might prove 
controversial, and we do not condone the creation of intellectual ‘safe spaces’ where individuals 
can retreat from the ideas and perspectives at odds with their own.” ​While it seems that the 
thrust of this message could be focused on recent protests against controversial campus speakers, 
or perhaps as Michelson suggests, an attempt to appeal to individuals who contribute to the 
school’s $7,100,000,000 endowment, Ellison’s statement glosses over real student concerns 
about racism, sexism, homophobia, disability discrimination, and other social concerns on 
campus. The findings of surveys reported in Keels ​et. al.​ (8)​ ​reveals stark differences between 
students’ subjective experiences (proximal) in their classes as well as their perceptions of the 
(overall) campus climate. For example, 43% of Black students reported having a negative 
perception of racism, that is, they experience or observe racism in their proximal academic 
environments. This percentage of the negative perception of racism increased to 59% when 
Black students described their perception of the overall campus climate. Contrast this against 
White students who reported 12% (proximal) and 24% (overall) negative perceptions of racism 
at The University of Chicago. Such sharp contrasts reflect that fact that the student experience 
with and about racism at The University of Chicago varies widely between students of different 
races. Indeed, even the University’s own Campus Climate Survey report, which Ellison was 
undoubtedly aware of and was published before Ellison sent the letter to the incoming Freshman 
class, found that, “The strongest perceptions of a negative climate involve racism and sexism: 
Among respondents who identify as Black, 40% perceive the overall institutional climate as 
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racist…climate. A substantial minority of all racial/ethnic groups give low ratings for the 
University’s climate regarding racism”  (Keels ​et. ​al., 6). How then can Dean Ellison maintain 
the position that the university does not, “​condone the creation of intellectual ‘safe spaces’​ when 
Black students report experiencing overt acts of racism, microaggressions, or other forms of 
discrimination at orders of magnitude above that of White students? Whereas Ellison’s rhetoric 
is tuned towards an intellectual argument, his ignorance of the real emotional toll of campus 
racism belies the school’s commitment towards maintaining a welcoming environment for 
“​peoples of all backgrounds​.” Ellison’s colorblindness to this dichotomy of perception of racism 
extends beyond the black-white binary, as Asian students (23%), Hispanic (27%), and 
two-or-more races (30%) all report a negative view of racism, races they have experienced or 
observed, on the campus of the University of Chicago (Keels ​et. ​al., 8). Put another way, only a 
bare majority of select students —Asian (56%) Hispanic (55%), and White (56%) —reported a 
positive racial campus environment in the spring 2016 survey (​ibid.​). How then can Dean Ellison 
claim on the one hand that, “​the freedom of expression does not mean the freedom to harass or 
threaten others.​” and yet ignore the likely necessity of trigger warnings and safe spaces for 
students when there is clear evidence that the campus racial environment is not welcoming, if not 
downright hostile, to large portions of the student population? 
 
 
Discussion 
My analysis and use of evidence in the preceding sections all point to the ways in which 
The University of Chicago Dean of Students Jay Ellison’s letter to the incoming class of 
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freshman ignores selected racial inequalities of admission and perceptions of racism on campus 
at the University of Chicago. From the colorblind rhetoric and messaging which characterizes the 
letter from beginning to end, to the unspoken assumptions of equity and diversity at The 
University of Chicago which are in contrast to economic and racial disparities of university 
admissions, to the disconnect between the University’s policy on the value of open discussion 
and the real sense of racism experience and perceived by all students on campus, but especially 
those of color, Ellison’s message to The University of Chicago Class of 2020 invites the reader 
to question the extent to which the Dean of Students truly knows and understands the student 
experience at The University of Chicago. It was in search of answers, or perhaps insight, into 
these very questions which led me to contact a former student of mine to ask her about her 
experience as a Freshman at the University of Chicago.  
My interview with this former student was conducted via FaceTime on 18 November 
2016. The student, a white, female freshman who while scoring well above the median class 
profile SAT score does not come from an economically-advantaged or educationally-advanced 
family background, was admitted to the University of Chicago as a part of the Class of 2020, and 
thus was a recipient of Dean Ellison’s letter. The interview was conducted in a semi-structured 
format, centered around a few topics related to the ​trigger warnings ​letter as well open-ended 
questions about her subjective experience at The University of Chicago this fall.  
 The student describes an engaging and intellectually challenging environment at The 
University of Chicago. Her classes are populated by interesting students and hosted by professors 
and teaching assistants who seem genuinely interested in teaching and learning. In terms of 
demography, the student describes classrooms of gender parity, but ones where there are few 
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students of color. For example, the student reports that Black students in two of her classes find 
discussions challenging in that these students are only a few —two or three in sections of twenty 
or more —when discussing texts written almost exclusively by White, male authors. While 
students have the opportunity to introduce themselves using their preferred pronouns and identity 
in classroom discussions, the student reports that there is little open discussion of race in her 
classes, although she did report that her professors were sensitive to issues of race in the days 
following the election results in early November. Additionally, the student reports that while 
many of her classmates espouse liberal ideas, they cannot, “check their privilege in real life” 
(Rollason). 
“I feel that because I’m white, folks don’t realize that I’m on full scholarship. I can blend 
in well based on my fashion and image, so I feel that I can ‘pass’ as a wealthy white person at 
The University of Chicago.” There is a disconnect of inclusion, between Ellison’s rhetoric that 
the school welcomes a “​diversity of opinion and background ​(as) ​a fundamental strength of our 
community​” yet students come to feel that they have to assimilate and ‘pass’ for the dominant 
racial and class identity at the University. While the student reports that she hasn’t seen acts of 
overt discrimination herself, her commentary alludes to the pressures of campus life which may 
put pressure on students to fit into they perceive as the dominant or ‘normal’ culture.  That said, 
the student also speaks to the ways in which she feels that the school, per professors and 
administration, actively work towards improving the climate of campus life on a number of 
fronts. In sharp contrast to Ellison’s letter, the student reports that “Clubs serve as safe spaces 
outside the classroom, the university makes that very clear.” Moreover, discussions about 
Ellison’s letter emerged in classrooms early in the term. The student reports that faculty receives 
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the right to use trigger warnings, and they do and that the University supports them under the 
guise of intellectual freedom. At the same time, the student feels that faculty and administration 
are very much on the same page when it comes to issues of racism and microaggression, one 
where nondiscrimination is valued and verbal attacks are not tolerated in any situation. Equally, 
programs such as the Chicago Academic Achievement Program are one of the several ways the 
University works to foster community inclusion for minority and low-income students.  
 All this is to say that reading Ellison’s ​trigger warnings ​letter requires more than a simple 
analysis of the text. On the one hand, employing Critical Race Theory offers the reader a frame 
to see the ways in which coded language can promulgate colorblindness, white privilege, and the 
promotion of dominant culture in educational spaces. At the same time, a close reading of texts 
like this should beg more questions than answers, leading investigators to explore both the lived 
experience of individuals within a campus setting as well as the institutional and structural 
dynamics of a university as both Harper and Irving suggest. Consequently, Ellison’s letter is an 
example of how administrative rhetoric and policy does indeed gloss over real issues of racism in 
a variety of settings at The University of Chicago, while also missing some of the material and 
structural practices the University is doing to address racism on campus; highlighting the limits 
in drawing conclusions about racism from any single textual source.  
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